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THREE-DIMENSIONAL PRINTER WITH
FORCE DETECTION

RELATED APPLICATIONS

This application 1s a continuation of U.S. patent applica-
tion Ser. No. 14/065,316 filed Oct. 29, 2013 (now U.S. Pat.
No. 9,168,698), which claims the benefit of U.S. Pat. App.

No. 61/719,874, filed Oct. 29, 2012, where the entirety of
cach 1s hereby incorporated by reference herein.

BACKGROUND

Three-dimensional printers can be used to fabricate vari-
ous desired objects based on computer models of those
objects. However, components of the three-dimensional
printer may degrade with time—i.e., become dented,
warped, misaligned, etc. These errors may disadvanta-
geously aflect the ability of the three-dimensional printer to
accurately fabricate objects. There remains a need for pres-
sure-sensing extruders and methods for using same.

SUMMARY

An extruder or other tool head of a three-dimensional
printer 1s mstrumented to detect contact force against the
extruder, such as by a build platform or an object being
tabricated. The tool head may also be mstrumented to detect
deflection forces and the like acting on the tool that might
indicate an operating error. The resulting feedback data can
be used 1n a variety of ways to control operation of the
three-dimensional printer during fabrication or diagnostics.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE FIGURES

The mvention and the following detailed description of
certain embodiments thereof may be understood by refer-
ence to the following figures:

FIG. 1 1s a block diagram of a three-dimensional printer.

FIG. 2 shows a three-dimensional printer.

FIG. 3 1s a block diagram of a fabrication tool for use in
a three-dimensional printer.

FIG. 4 1s a flowchart of a process for using an instru-
mented fabrication tool.

FIG. 5 shows a cross section of a leveling operation.

FI1G. 6 1s a flowchart of a process for fabricating an object.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

All documents mentioned herein are hereby incorporated
in their entirety by reference. References to items in the
singular should be understood to include items 1n the plural,
and vice versa, unless explicitly stated otherwise or clear
from the text. Grammatical conjunctions are intended to
express any and all disjunctive and conjunctive combina-
tions of conjoined clauses, sentences, words, and the like,
unless otherwise stated or clear from the context. Thus the
term “or” should generally be understood to mean “and/or”
and so forth.

The following description emphasizes three-dimensional
printers using fused deposition modeling or similar tech-
niques where a bead of matenal i1s extruded 1n a layered
series of two dimensional patterns as “roads,” “paths™ or the
like to form a three-dimensional object from a digital model.
It will be understood, however, that numerous additive
fabrication techniques are known 1n the art including with-
out limitation multyjet printing, stereolithography, Digital
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2

Light Processor (“DLP”") three-dimensional printing, selec-
tive laser sintering, and so forth. Such techniques may
benellt from the systems and methods described below, and
all such printing technologies are intended to fall within the
scope of this disclosure, and within the scope of terms such

2 44 2

as “printer”’, “three-dimensional printer”, “fabrication sys-
tem”, and so forth, unless a more specific meaning 1s
explicitly provided or otherwise clear from the context.

FIG. 1 1s a block diagram of a three-dimensional printer.
In general, the printer 100 may include a build platform 102,
an extruder 106, an x-y-z positioning assembly 108, and a
controller 110 that cooperate to fabricate an object 112
within a working volume 114 of the printer 100.

The build platform 102 may include a surface 116 that 1s
rigid and substantially planar. The surface 116 may provide

a fixed, dimensionally and positionally stable platform on
which to build the object 112. The bwld platform 102 may

include a thermal element 130 that controls the temperature
of the build platform 102 through one or more active devices
132, such as resistive elements that convert electrical current
into heat, Peltier eflect devices that can create a heating or
cooling aflect, or any other thermoelectric heating and/or
cooling devices. The thermal element 130 may be coupled 1n
a communicating relationship with the controller 110 1n
order for the controller 110 to controllably impart heat to or
remove heat from the surface 116 of the build platform 102.

The extruder 106 may include a chamber 122 1n an
interior thereot to receive a build material. The build mate-
rial may, for example, include acrylonitrile butadiene sty-
rene (“ABS”), high-density polyethylene (“HDPL”), poly-
lactic acid (“PLA™), or any other suitable plastic,
thermoplastic, or other material that can usefully be extruded
to form a three-dimensional object. The extruder 106 may
include an extrusion tip 124 or other opening that includes
an exit port with a circular, oval, slotted or other cross-
sectional profile that extrudes build material in a desired
cross-sectional shape.

The extruder 106 may include a heater 126 (also referred
to as a heating element) to melt thermoplastic or other
meltable build materials within the chamber 122 for extru-
sion through an extrusion tip 124 in liquid form. While
illustrated in block form, 1t will be understood that the heater
126 may 1nclude, e.g., coils of resistive wire wrapped about
the extruder 106, one or more heating blocks with resistive
clements to heat the extruder 106 with applied current, an
inductive heater, or any other arrangement of heating ele-
ments suitable for creating heat within the chamber 122
suflicient to melt the build material for extrusion. The
extruder 106 may also or mstead include a motor 128 or the
like to push the build material into the chamber 122 and/or
through the extrusion tip 124.

In general operation (and by way of example rather than
limitation), a build material such as ABS plastic in filament
form may be fed into the chamber 122 from a spool or the
like by the motor 128, melted by the heater 126, and
extruded from the extrusion tip 124. By controlling a rate of
the motor 128, the temperature of the heater 126, and/or
other process parameters, the build material may be extruded
at a controlled volumetric rate. It will be understood that a
variety of techniques may also or instead be employed to
deliver build material at a controlled volumetric rate, which
may depend upon the type of build material, the volumetric
rate desired, and any other factors. All such techniques that
might be suitably adapted to delivery of build material for
fabrication of a three-dimensional object are intended to fall
within the scope of this disclosure.
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The x-y-z positioning assembly 108 may generally be
adapted to three-dimensionally position the extruder 106 and
the extrusion tip 124 within the working volume 114. Thus
by controlling the volumetric rate of delivery for the build
material and the x, vy, z position of the extrusion tip 124, the
object 112 may be fabricated 1n three dimensions by depos-
iting successive layers of material in two-dimensional pat-
terns derived, for example, from cross-sections ol a com-
puter model or other computerized representation of the
object 112. A varniety of arrangements and techniques are
known 1n the art to achieve controlled linear movement
along one or more axes. The x-y-z positioning assembly 108
may, for example, include a number of stepper motors 109
to independently control a position of the extruder 106
within the working volume along each of an x-axis, a y-axis,
and a z-axis. More generally, the x-y-z positioning assembly
108 may include without limitation various combinations of
stepper motors, encoded DC motors, gears, belts, pulleys,
worm gears, threads, and so forth. For example, in one
aspect the build platform 102 may be coupled to one or more
threaded rods by a threaded nut so that the threaded rods can
be rotated to provide z-axis positioning of the build platform
102 relative to the extruder 124. This arrangement may
advantageously simplity design and improve accuracy by
permitting an X-y positioming mechanism for the extruder
124 to be fixed relative to a build volume. Any such
arrangement suitable for controllably positioning the
extruder 106 within the working volume 114 may be adapted
to use with the printer 100 described herein.

In general, this may include moving the extruder 106, or
moving the build platform 102, or some combination of
these. Thus 1t will be appreciated that any reference to
moving an extruder relative to a build platform, working
volume, or object, 1s intended to include movement of the
extruder or movement of the build platform, or both, unless
a more speciiic meaning 1s explicitly provided or otherwise
clear from the context. Still more generally, while an x, vy, z
coordinate system serves as a convenient basis for position-
ing within three dimensions, any other coordinate system or
combination of coordinate systems may also or instead be
employed, such as a positional controller and assembly that
operates according to cylindrical or spherical coordinates.

The controller 110 may be electrically or otherwise
coupled 1n a communicating relationship with the build
platform 102, the x-y-z positioning assembly 108, and the
other various components of the printer 100. In general, the
controller 110 1s operable to control the components of the
printer 100, such as the build platform 102, the x-y-z
positioning assembly 108, and any other components of the
printer 100 described herein to fabricate the object 112 from
the build matenial. The controller 110 may include any
combination of software and/or processing circuitry suitable
for controlling the various components of the printer 100
described herein including without limitation microproces-
sors, microcontrollers, application-specific integrated cir-
cuits, programmable gate arrays, and any other digital and/or
analog components, as well as combinations of the forego-
ing, along with inputs and outputs for transceiving control
signals, drive signals, power signals, sensor signals, and so
forth. In one aspect, this may include circuitry directly and
physically associated with the printer 100 such as an on-
board processor. In another aspect, this may be a processor
associated with a personal computer or other computing
device coupled to the printer 100, e.g., through a wired or
wireless connection. Similarly, various functions described
herein may be allocated between an on-board processor for
the printer 100 and a separate computer. All such computing,
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devices and environments are intended to fall within the
meaning of the term “controller” or “processor” as used
herein, unless a diflerent meaning 1s explicitly provided or
otherwise clear from the context.

A variety of additional sensors and other components may
be usetully incorporated into the printer 100 described
above. These other components are generically depicted as
other hardware 134 1n FIG. 1, for which the positioning and
mechanical/electrical interconnections with other elements
of the printer 100 will be readily understood and appreciated
by one of ordinary skill 1in the art. The other hardware 134
may include a temperature sensor positioned to sense a
temperature of the surface of the build platform 102, the
extruder 126, or any other system components. This may, for
example, include a thermistor or the like embedded within
or attached below the surface of the build platform 102. This
may also or mstead include an infrared detector or the like

directed at the surface 116 of the build platform 102.

In another aspect, the other hardware 134 may include a
sensor to detect a presence of the object 112 at a predeter-
mined location. This may include an optical detector
arranged 1 a beam-breaking configuration to sense the
presence of the object 112 at a predetermined location. This
may also or instead include an imaging device and image
processing circuitry to capture an image of the working
volume and to analyze the image to evaluate a position of the
object 112. This sensor may be used for example to ensure
that the object 112 1s removed from the build platform 102
prior to beginning a new build on the working surface 116.
Thus the sensor may be used to determine whether an object
1s present that should not be, or to detect when an object 1s
absent. The feedback from this sensor may be used by the
controller 110 to 1ssue processing interrupts or otherwise
control operation of the printer 100.

The other hardware 134 may also or instead include a
heating element (instead of or in addition to the thermal
clement 130) to heat the working volume such as a radiant
heater or forced hot air heater to maintain the object 112 at
a fixed, elevated temperature throughout a build, or the other
hardware 134 may include a cooling element to cool the
working volume.

FIG. 2 shows a three-dimensional printer. The printer 200
may include a camera 202 and a processor 204. The printer
200 may be configured for augmented operation using
two-dimensional data acquired from the camera 202.

The printer 200 may, for example, be any of the three-
dimensional printers described above.

The camera 202 may be any digital still camera, video
camera, or other image sensor(s) positioned to capture
images of the printer 200, or the working volume of the
printer 200.

The processor 204, which may be an internal processor of
the printer 200, an additional processor provided for aug-
mented operation as contemplated herein, a processor of a
desktop computer or the like locally coupled to the printer
200, a server or other processor coupled to the printer 200
through a data network, or any other processor or processing
circuitry. In general, the processor 204 may be configured to
control operation of the printer 200 to fabricate an object
from a build material. The processor 204 may be further
configured to adjust a parameter of the printer 200 based
upon an analysis of the object 1n the image. It should be
appreciated that the processor 204 may include a number of
different processors cooperating to perform the steps
described herein, such as where an 1nternal processor of the
printer 200 controls operation of the printer 200 while a
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connected processor of a desktop computer performs 1image
processing used to control print parameters.

A variety of parameters may be usefully adjusted during
a fabrication process. For example, the parameter may be a
temperature of the working volume. This temperature may
be 1ncreased or decreased based upon, e.g., an analysis of
road dimensions (e.g. height and width of line of deposited
build material), or the temperature may be adjusted accord-
ing to a dimensional stability of a partially fabricated object.
Thus, where sagging or other variations from an intended
shape are detected, the temperature may be decreased.
Similarly, where cooling-induced warping or separation of
layers 1s detected, the temperature may be increased. The
working volume temperature may be controlled using a
variety of techniques such as with active heating elements
and/or use of heated or cooled air circulating through the
working volume.

Another parameter that may be usefully controlled
according to the camera 1mage 1s the temperature of a build
platform 1n the working volume. For example, the camera
202 may capture an 1image of a rait or other base layer for
a fabrication, or a first layer of the fabricated object, and may
identity defects such as improper spacing between adjacent
lines of build material or separation of the 1nitial layer from
the build platform. The temperature of the build platform
may 1n such cases be heated in order to alleviate cooling-
induced warping of the fabricated object at the object-
platiform 1nterface.

Another parameter that may be usefully controlled
according to an analysis of the camera image 1s the extrusion
temperature of an extruder. By heating or cooling the
extruder, the viscosity of a build material may be adjusted 1n
order to achieve a desired material deposition rate and shape,
as well as appropriate adhesion to underlying layers of build
material. Where roads of material deviate from a predeter-
mined cross-sectional shape, or otherwise contain visible
defects, the extrusion temperature of the extruder may be
adjusted to compensate for such defects.

Similarly, the parameter may be an extrusion rate of a
build material from the extruder. By controlling a drive
motor or other hardware that forces build material through
the extruder, the volumetric rate of material delivery may be
controlled, such as to reduce gaps between adjacent lines of
build material, or to reduce bulges due to excess build
material.

In another aspect, the parameter may be a viscosity of
build material, which may be controlled, e.g., by controlling
the extruder temperature or any other controllable element
that can transier heat to and from build material as 1t passes
through the extruder. It will be understood that temperature
control 1s one technique for controlling viscosity, but other
techniques are known and may be suitable employed, such
as by selectively delivering a solvent or the like 1nto the path
of the build material 1n order to control thermal character-
istics of the build material.

Another parameter that may be usefully controlled 1s a
movement speed of the extruder during an extrusion. By
changing the rate of travel of the extruder, other properties
of the build (e.g., road thickness, spatial rate of material
delivery, and so forth) may be controlled in response to
images captured by the camera 202 and analyzed by the
processor 204.

In another aspect, the parameter may be a layer height. By
controlling the z-positioning hardware of the printer 200, the
layer height may be dynamically adjusted during a build.

The printer may include a memory 208, such as a local
memory or a remote storage device, that stores a log of data
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for an object being fabricated including without limitation a
value or one or more of the parameters described above, or
any other data relating to a print. The memory 208 may also
or instead store a log of data aggregated from a number of
fabrications of a particular object, which may include data
from the printer 200 and/or data from a number of other
three-dimensional printers.

A second processor 210, such as a processor on a server
or other remote processing resource, may be configured to
analyze the log of data in the memory 208 to i1dentily a
feature of the object that 1s diflicult to print. For example,
where a corner, overhang, or the like consistently fails, this
may be 1dentified by analysis of the log of data, particularly
where such failures can be automatically detected based
upon analysis of 1images from the camera 202. Such failures
may be logged 1n any suitable manner including quantita-
tively as data characterizing the failure (based upon 1mage
analysis), metadata (e.g., percent completion, build param-
cters, and so forth) and/or a simple failure flag, which may
be accompanied by an image of the failed bwld. In this
manner, the second processor 210 can 1dentily features that
should be avoided 1n printable models, and/or objects that
are generally diflicult or impossible to print. The second
processor 210 may also or instead be configured to analyze
the results of varniations in one or more of the parameters
described above. It will be understood that, while the second
processor 210 may be usefully located on a remote process-
ing resource such as a server, the second processor 210 may
also be the same as the processor 204, with logging and
related analysis performed locally by the printer 200 or a
locally coupled computer.

The printer 200 may optionally include a display 212
configured to display a view of the working volume. The
display 212, which may obtain images of the working
volume from the camera 202 or any other suitable 1maging
hardware, may be configured, e.g., by the processor 204, to
superimpose thermal data onto the view of the working
volume. This may, for example, include thermistor data or
data from other temperature sensors or similar mstrumen-
tation on the printer 200. For example, the printer 200 may
include sensors for measuring a temperature of at least one
of the extruder, the object, the build material, the working
volume, an ambient temperature outside the working vol-
ume, and a build platform within the working volume. These
and any similar instrumentation may be used to obtain
thermal data correlated to specific or general regions within
and without the printer 200. Where the camera 202 1ncludes
an inifrared camera, the thermal data may also or instead
include an infrared image, or a thermal 1image derived from
such an infrared image.

The display 212 may serve other useful purposes. For
example, the view from the camera 202 may be presented 1n
the display. The processor 204 may be configured to render
an 1mage of a three-dimensional model used to fabricate an
object from the pose of the camera 202. If the camera 202
1s a fixed camera then the pose may be a predetermined pose
corresponding to the camera position and orientation. If the
camera 202 1s a moving camera, the processor 204 may be
turther programmed to determine a pose of the camera 202
based upon, e.g., fiducials or known, visually i1dentifiable
objects within the working volume such as corners of a build
platform or a tool head, or to determine the pose using data
from sensors coupled to the camera and/or from any actua-
tors used to move the camera. The rendered 1mage of the
three-dimensional model rendered from this pose may be
superimposed on the view of the working volume within the
display 212. In this manner, the printer 200 may provide a
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preview ol an object based upon a digital three-dimensional
model, which preview may be rendered within the display
212 for the printer, or a user interface of the display, with the
as-fabricated size, orientation, and so forth. In order to
enhance the preview, other features such as build material
color may also be rendered using texture mapping or the like
for the rendered image. This may assist a user in selecting
build material, scaling, and so forth for an object that 1s to
be fabricated from a digital model.

In another aspect, the printer 200 may optionally include
a sensor 214 for capturing three-dimensional data from the
object. A variety of suitable sensors are known 1n the art,
such as a laser sensor, an acoustical range finding sensor, an
x-ray sensor, and a millimeter wave radar system, any of
which may be adapted alone or 1n various combinations to
capture three-dimensional data. The display 212 may be
configured to superimpose such three-dimensional data onto
the display of the object within the working volume. In this
manner, the processor 204 may detect one or more dimen-
sional 1naccuracies in the object, such as by comparison of
three-dimensional measurements to a digital model used to
tabricate the object. These may be presented as dimensional
annotations within the display 212, or as color-coded regions
(e.g., yellow for small deviations, red for large deviations, or
any other suitable color scheme) superimposed on the dis-
play of the object. The processor 206 may be further
configured to show summary data in the display 212 con-
cerning any dimensional inaccuracies detected within the
object.

The sensor 214 may more generally include one or more
spatial sensors configured to capture data from the object
placed within the working volume. The second processor
210 (which may be the processor 204) may convert this data
into a digital model of the object, and the processor 204 may
be configured to operate the printer 200 to fabricate a
geometrically related object within the working volume
based upon the digital model. In this manner, the printer 200
may be used for direct replication of objects simply by
placing an object into the working volume, performing a
scan to obtain the digital model, removing the object from
the working volume, and then fabricating a replica of the
object based upon the digital model. More generally, any
geometrically related shape may be usetully fabricated using
similar techniques.

For example, the geometrically related object may be a
three-dimensional copy of the object, which may be a scaled
copy, and/or which may be repeated as many times as
desired 1n a single build subject to spatial limitations of the
working volume and printer 200. In another aspect, the
geometrically related object may include material to enclose
a portion of the object. In this manner, a container or other
enclosure for the object may be fabricated. In another aspect,
the geometrically related object may include a mating sur-
face to the object, e.g., so that the fabricated object can be
coupled to the original source object. This may be particu-
larly usetul for fabrication of snap on parts such as aesthetic
or functional accessories, or any other objects that might be
uselully physically mated to other objects. Similarly, a repair
piece for a broken object may be fabricated with a surface
matched to an exposed surface of the broken object, which
surface may be glued or otherwise athxed to the broken
object to aflect a repair.

The processor 204 may obtain the digital model using,
¢.g., shape from motion or any other processing technique
based upon a sequence ol two-dimensional 1mages of an
object. The multiple 1mages may be obtained, for example,
from a plurality of cameras positioned to provide coverage
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of different surfaces of the object within the working vol-
ume. In another aspect, the one or more spatial sensors may
include a single camera configured to navigate around the
working volume, e.g., on a track or with an articulating arm.
Navigating around the working volume may more generally
include circumnavigating the working volume, moving
around and/or within the working volume, and/or changing
direction to achieve various poses from a single position.
The one or more spatial sensors may also or instead include
articulating mirrors that can be controlled to obtain multiple
views ol an object from a single camera.

In another aspect, the one or more spatial sensors 214 may
include controllable lighting that can be used, e.g., to obtain
different shadowed views ol an object that can be interpreted
to obtain three-dimensional surface data. The processor 204
(or the second processor 210) may also provide a computer
automated design environment to view and/or modily the
digital model so that changes, adjustments, additions, and so
forth may be made prior to fabrication.

In another aspect, a tool head 220 of the printer may be
usetully supplemented with a camera 222. The tool head 220
may include any tool, such as an extruder or the like, to
fabricate an object 1n the working volume of the printer. In
general, the tool head 220 may be spatially controlled by an
X-y-Z positioming assembly of the printer, and the camera
222 may be aflixed to and moving with the tool head 220.
The camera 222 may be directed toward the working vol-
ume, such as downward toward a build platiorm, and may
provide a useful bird’s eye view ol an object on the build
platform. The processor 204 may be configured to receive an
image Irom the camera and to provide diagnostic informa-
tion for operation of the three-dimensional printer based
upon an analysis of the image.

For example, the diagnostic information may include a
determination of a position of the tool head within the
working volume. The diagnostic information may also or
instead include a determination of whether the three-dimen-
sional printer has effected a color change in build material.
The diagnostic information may also or instead include a
determination of whether the three-dimensional printer has
cllected a change from a first build material to a second build
maternial. The diagnostic information may also or instead
include an evaluation of whether a build material 1s extrud-
ing correctly from the tool head. The diagnostic information
may also or instead include an evaluation of whether an infill
for the object 1s being fabricated correctly. In one aspect, the
diagnostic 1mnformation may include the image from the
camera, which may be independently useful as a diagnostic
tool.

Where the processor 204 1s capable of dynamically modi-
tying tool 1nstructions, the processor 204 may be configured
to dynamically generate a pattern to infill the object based,
for example, on an outline image of the object or previous
infilling patterns identified 1n the image from the camera.

FIG. 3 1s a block diagram of a fabrication tool for use 1n
a three-dimensional printer. The tool 300 may include, for
example, an extruder or other tool operable to add build
material to an object 304 during a build process as generally
described above. One or more sensors 302 may be mechani-
cally coupled or otherwise included 1n the fabrication tool
300. Each sensor 302 may be operable to sense a contact
force between the fabrication tool 300 and a separate struc-
ture, such as the object 304, the buld platform 306, or some
other structure.

The sensors 302 may collectively or individually sense
the contact force along one, two, three, or more pairwise
non-parallel axes. For example, a normal force (e.g., instan-
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taneous contact force) between the fabrication tool 300 and
the build platform 306 may be sensed; a direction and
magnitude of deflection of the tip of the fabrication tool
(including displacement and/or force) may be sensed 1n any
positions or directions, etc. More generally, sensors that are
collectively operable to sense any force or displacement of
the fabrication tool and separate structure, or any related
properties such as compression or strain, may be used as
sensors 302, so long as the contact force(s) described above
may be calculated from the sensed physical characteristics.

In some implementations, sensors 302 may include one or
more ol capacitive sensors, optical sensors, potentiometric
sensors, piezoelectric sensors, or other electromechanical,
clectromagnetic (e.g., those relying on inductance, the Hall
ellect, electromagnetic eddy currents, linear variable difler-
ential transformers, etc.), acoustical, or other sensors, as well
as other sensors or combinations of the foregoing. Strain
gauges are one common sensor used for such measurements,
and may be suitably adapted for use with the systems and
methods disclosed herein, such as by aflixing one or more
strain gauges to an extruder or other location along a
mechanical chain that supports an extruder in an ntended
position during fabrication. By using a pair of strain gauges,
deflection forces may be 1solated from normal force.

Each sensor 302 may be in data communication with a
controller 308. The data communication may be imple-
mented by any means, including via physical connection
(e.g., by wire or fiber optic cable) directly to the controller
308, indirectly through other components, or wirelessly
(e.g., via Wik1 signal, infrared signal, acoustic signal, etc.).
Each sensor 302 may be operable to transmit a signal to the
controller, such that the contact force(s) between the fabri-
cation tool and the separate structure may be calculated from
the collection of sensor signals 302. As described more fully
below, the controller 308 may include circuitry for deter-
mimng and transmitting, based at least 1n part on the sensor
signals, a control signal to various actuators or other com-
ponents of the three-dimensional printer to control the
three-dimensional printer 1n a manner responsive to the
detected forces.

FI1G. 4 1s a flowchart for using an instrumented fabrication
tool. In particular, FIG. 4 shows a technique for mitigating
planar wrregularities in a build surface such as a build
platform or a top surface of an object being fabricated.

In one aspect, the process 400 may be performed prior to
fabricating a desired object so as to planarize as build
platform.

As shown 1n step 402, the process 400 may begin by
detecting the planarity of a surface (e.g., the build platform
of a three-dimensional printer). This evaluation may be
based upon a number of contact force measurements across
the surface. It may be expected that for 1deal (e.g., pertectly
planar) surfaces and a similarly 1deal x-y carriage for posi-
tioming a tool, a number of contact force measurements at
different locations on the surface should be equal. However,
it may occur that some of these contact force measurements
are different from others.

The differences amongst the measured contact forces may
be attributed to warping of the surface, physical damage to
the surface, (e.g., dents, scratches, etc.), the surface having
become skewed or misaligned with respect to 1its mtended
mounting position in the three-dimensional printer, or other
causes. It will be understood that positional measurements
may also or instead be suitably employed to planarize a
surface as contemplated herein. In some implementations,
the surface contact forces may be stored along with corre-
sponding X-y positions on the surface and used later (e.g.,
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during fabrication) to compensate for the measured irregu-
larities, as described more fully below.

Other steps may optionally be performed at this point. For
example, where the collection of measurements i1ndicates
that the surface 1s level, but skewed to an x-y plane of a
fabrication process, a user alert may be generated notifying
the user that the surface (e.g., a build platform) requires
leveling. In another aspect, where the collection of measure-
ments 1ndicates gross irregularities that may be diflicult to
address with added built matenial, an error message may be
created and operation of the three-dimensional printer may
be paused or terminated.

As shown 1n step 404, a layer may be fabricated on the
surface that mitigates one or more irregularities in the
surface. In some implementations, fabricating the layer may
include: (a) identifying the maximum contact force (or
displacement) measured across the surface; (b) at locations
where the contact force was measured, depositing an amount
of build material at those locations on the surface propor-
tional to the deviation of the contact force measured at that
location from the maximum contact force; and (c) at loca-
tions where the contact force was not measured, dertving an
estimated contact force by interpolation, regression, multi-
dimensional curve fitting, or other mathematical model; and
(d) depositing an amount of build material at those locations
proportional to the deviation of the estimated contact force
at that location from the maximum contact force. Equiva-
lently, this process involves filling 1n gaps in the surface with
build material, so that the resultant layer 1s effectively planar.

This process 400 may be usefully employed prior to
initiating a fabrication process in order to ensure a level
surface for building. This process 400 may also or instead be
used periodically during a fabrication process to ensure that
a build remains leveled, or continuously, e.g., by monitoring
contact force and controlling tlow rate, to maintain a level
top surface of an object during fabrication.

FIG. 5 shows a cross section of a leveling operation, such
as the leveling process described above. In general, a surface
500 of a build platform (or a top surface of an object being
fabricated) may include a dent 502, which 1s subsequently
filled with build material to form the layer 504. Fabrication
of additional objects may now be performed on the top
surface of the layer, and any errors that may have been
introduced by the dent 502 may be mitigated by the layer
504.

FIG. 6 1s a flowchart of a process for fabricating an object.

As shown 1n step, 602, the process 600 may begin with
identifying build instructions for fabricating an object. It
will be understood that 1n this context, the term “1dentitying”™
1s intended to be construed broadly, and may include retriev-
ing instructions from storage, generating machine-ready
code from a three-dimensional model, or modifying other
machine-ready code prior to fabrication. Regardless of how
such instructions are identified, a printer may be provided
with 1nstructions that can be executed to fabricate an object.

As shown 1n step 604, the process 600 may include
iitiating a build using a three-dimensional printer. The
three-dimensional printer may include any of the three-

dimensional printers described above, and may for example
include a fabrication tool such as an extruder and one or
more sensors such as strain gauges mechanically coupled to
the fabrication tool. The one or more sensors may be
configured to detect a current contact force between the
fabrication tool and the separate structure, and to provide
corresponding data to a controller of the three-dimensional
printer for use during fabrication.
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As shown 1n step 606, a current contact force may be
detected. The current contact force may be used directly as
an 1put to a control program executing on the controller for
the three-dimensional printer, or the current contact force
may be compared to other data such as a previous contact
force or an expected contact force 1n order to determine an
appropriate response. It will be appreciated that other forces
may also be sensed and used in feedback systems as con-
templated herein. For example, a deflection force on the
tabrication tool may be measured, or a positional deflection
or displacement may be measured, 1n order to determine
when adjustments might be made or when a process should
be paused or terminated due to an inferred failure.

As shown 1n step 608, the process 600 may include
creating a control signal i response to the current contact
force. The control signal may be generated, e.g., by the
controller, to control at least one component of the three-
dimensional printer during a build. For example, the com-
ponent may be a drive system for a filament of build matenal
or other hardware that controls a feed rate for build material,
and the control signal may change the feed rate of build
material extruded by an extruder to increase or decrease the
current contact force measured by the sensor(s). In another
aspect, the component may be a component that controls a
z-ax1s position of an extruder within a build volume of a
three-dimensional printer, e.g., by controlling a distance
between the extruder and a build platform (or more gener-
ally, between a fabrication tool and a separate structure), and
the control signal may vary the distance to adjust to maintain
relatively steady material deposition while adjusting to
surface 1rregularitiecs. More generally, the controller may
adjust to sensed conditions by adjusting any suitable param-
cter of the three-dimensional printer to obtain an operational
target, such as reducing a diflerence between the current
contact force and an expected contact force or a target
contact force.

Where a detected current contact force exceeds some
threshold, or deviates from an expected value by a certain
relative or absolute amount, other actions may be taken. For
example, the process 600 may include terminating a build
when a difference between the current contact force and the
expected contact force indicates a fabrication error.

In another aspect, control data may be incorporated
directly into machine ready code for use during fabrication.
For example a build mstruction 1n machine-ready code may
directly specily a target for the contact force, e.g., as an
explicit instruction to achieve or maintain a specified contact
force between the fabrication tool and a separate structure.
With such an mnstruction, a control signal may be generated
during fabrication that controls one or more components of
a three-dimensional printer (e.g., components that control
teed rate, z-axis position, extrusion head speed, temperature)
to achieve the specified contact force.

In another aspect, the method may include detecting
planarity and responsively making corrections as described
above with reference to FIG. 4. This leveling process may be
performed prior to or concurrently with a fabrication process
for an object.

The methods or processes described above, and steps
thereol, may be realized in hardware, software, or any
combination of these suitable for a particular application.
The hardware may include a general-purpose computer
and/or dedicated computing device. The processes may be
realized in one or more microprocessors, microcontrollers,
embedded microcontrollers, programmable digital signal
processors, or other programmable device, along with inter-
nal and/or external memory. The processes may also, or
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instead, be embodied 1n an application specific integrated
circuit, a programmable gate array, programmable array
logic, or any other device or combination of devices that
may be configured to process electronic signals. It will
turther be appreciated that one or more of the processes may
be realized as computer executable code created using a
structured programming language such as C, an object
oriented programming language such as C++, or any other
high-level or low-level programming language (including
assembly languages, hardware description languages, and
database programming languages and technologies) that
may be stored, compiled or interpreted to run on one of the
above devices, as well as heterogeneous combinations of
processors, processor architectures, or combinations of dif-
terent hardware and software.

Thus, 1n one aspect, each method described above and
combinations thereof may be embodied in computer execut-
able code that, when executing on one or more computing
devices, performs the steps thereol. In another aspect, the
methods may be embodied 1n systems that perform the steps
thereof, and may be distributed across devices 1n a number
of ways, or all of the functionality may be integrated 1nto a
dedicated, standalone device or other hardware. In another
aspect, means for performing the steps associated with the
processes described above may include any of the hardware
and/or software described above. All such permutations and
combinations are intended to fall within the scope of the
present disclosure.

It should further be appreciated that the methods above
are provided by way of example. Absent an explicit indica-
tion to the contrary, the disclosed steps may be modified,
supplemented, omitted, and/or re-ordered without departing
from the scope of this disclosure.

The method steps of the invention(s) described herein are
intended to include any suitable method of causing such
method steps to be performed, consistent with the patent-
ability of the following claims, unless a different meaning 1s
expressly provided or otherwise clear from the context. So
for example performing the step of X includes any suitable
method for causing another party such as a remote user or a
remote processing resource (e.g., a server or cloud com-
puter) to perform the step of X. Similarly, performing steps
X, Y and Z may include any method of directing or con-
trolling any combination of such other individuals or
resources to perform steps X, Y and Z to obtain the benefit
of such steps.

While particular embodiments of the present invention
have been shown and described, 1t will be apparent to those
skilled 1n the art that various changes and modifications 1n
form and details may be made therein without departing
from the spirit and scope of this disclosure and are intended
to form a part of the invention as defined by the following

claims, which are to be interpreted in the broadest sense
allowable by law.

What 1s claimed 1s:

1. A three-dimensional printer comprising:

a fabrication tool including an extruder configured to
extrude build material to fabricate an object during a
build process;

one or more sensors mechanically coupled to the extruder,
wherein the one or more sensors are collectively oper-
able to sense a contact force between the extruder and
a separate structure distinct from the fabrication tool;
and
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a controller configured to receive a signal from the one or
more sensors on the extruder and to calculate the
contact force between the extruder and the separate
structure.

2. The three-dimensional printer of claim 1, wherein the
contact force 1s a force along an extrusion axis of the
extruder.

3. The three-dimensional printer of claim 1, wherein the
contact force includes a deflection force exerted by the
separate structure on a tip of the extruder.

4. The three-dimensional printer of claim 1, wherein the
separate structure includes an object being fabricated by the

three-dimensional printer.

5. The three-dimensional printer of claim 1, wherein the
separate structure includes a build platform of the three-
dimensional printer.

6. The three-dimensional printer of claim 1, wherein the
contact force 1s a force normal to a surface of the separate
structure.

7. The three-dimensional printer of claim 1, wherein the
one or more sensors are collectively operable to sense a
force between the fabrication tool and the separate structure
along two or more non-parallel axes.

8. The three-dimensional printer of claim 7, wherein the
one or more sensors are collectively operable to sense a
force between the fabrication tool and the separate structure
along three or more non-parallel axes.

9. The three-dimensional printer of claim 1, wherein each
of the one or more sensors are selected from the group
consisting of: capacitive sensors, electromagnetic sensors,
optical sensors, potentiometric sensors, and piezoelectric
SENSors.
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10. The three-dimensional printer of claim 1, wherein the
one or more sensors iclude one or more strain gauges.

11. The three-dimensional printer of claim 1, further
comprising:

one or more actuators mechanically coupled to the fab-

rication tool, and a control circuit in data communica-
tion with the one or more actuators and the one or more
sensors, the control circuit configured to control the one
or more actuators to achieve a specified contact force
between the one or more sensors and the separate
structure.

12. The three-dimensional printer of claim 1, wherein the
controller 1s further configured to adjust operation of the
three-dimensional printer according to one or more of the
signal from the one or more sensors and the calculated
contact force.

13. The three-dimensional printer of claim 12, wherein
the controller 1s configured to adjust a feed rate of build
matenial from the extruder in response to the calculated
contact force.

14. The three-dimensional printer of claim 12, wherein
the controller 1s configured to adjust a z-axis position of the
extruder 1n response to the calculated contact force.

15. The three-dimensional printer of claim 12, wherein
the controller 1s configured to adjust a speed of movement of
the extruder 1n response to the calculated contact force.

16. The three-dimensional printer of claim 12, wherein
the controller 1s configured to adjust a temperature of the
extruder 1n response to the calculated contact force.

% o *H % x



	Front Page
	Drawings
	Specification
	Claims

